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Abstract 
This paper investigates what possible changes an individual’s identity goes through when being immersed into a new 
society. Furthermore, it covers whether language learning plays a role in this process. Bonny Norton’s book Identity and 
Language Learning is used as the main source of theories on identity and second-language acquisition. We made use of a 
qualitative method in the form of interviews to gather the empirical data that we needed for our report. We interviewed a 
Latvian female and an Indian male about their experiences with coming to Denmark, and going through a process of 
language learning and integration. Lastly, the in-depth analyses of the interviews present new and interesting perspectives on 
identity and language learning outlined in the conclusion. 
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Summary 
In Danish: 
Denne opgave undersøger, hvilke mulige ændringer et individs identitet gennemgår ved migration til et nyt samfund. 
Yderligere inkluderer den hvorvidt sproglæring spiller en rolle i denne proces. Bonny Nortons bog Identity and Language 
Learning er anvendt som primær kilde til teorier omhandlende identitet og andetsprogstilegnelse, og vi har med henblik på 
at henvende de relevante teorier endvidere gjort brug af kvalitativ metode i form af interviews, for at fremskaffe de 
empiriske data vi havde brug for i rapporten. Vores interview inkluderer udtalelser fra en kvinde fra Letland og en mand fra 
Indien, omhandlende deres erfaringer med at migrere til Danmark, og gennemgå processen af sproglæring og integration. 
Endelig forekommer – fra den dybdegående analyse - en præsentation af nye, interessante perspektiver på identitet og 
sproglæring, som er beskrevet og vist i konklusionen. 
In Japanese: 
この論文では、主体が新たな環境に身を置くことによりそのアイデンティティー（独自性）に影響を及ぼす可能
性を言及している。更に、新たな言語学習によるアイデンティティー形成過程の変化についても焦点を置いてい
る。アイデンティティー形成と言語習得の論理立てとしてBonny Nortonによる『Identity and Language 
Learning』を主要に活用した。この書籍を基に、更なる追跡調査として、一人のラトビア人女性と一人のインド
人男性に、デンマークでの言語学習と統合の過程においてインタビューを行った。これは経験的なデータを召集
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するために定性的研究として役立つとされている。最後に、このアイデンティティー形成と言語習得における新
たな、趣深い概念を示している。 
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I. Introduction 
With the development of globalization we see a rapid growth of individuals migrating to different countries. Migration is 
becoming a more frequently occurring phenomenon, and the amount of people experiencing the process of being introduced 
to new societies is increasing. When migrating to a new country, individuals face challenges such as acquiring a new 
language and adapting to the ways of a new society. At an international environment such as Roskilde University this is an 
even more prominent topic. This project has been formed by people who have all been through a more or less similar 
experience, and therefore have a strong personal connection to this topic.  
What has fascinated us the most from the beginning of the project and what we are going to investigate is how the process of 
migrating to a new country and acquiring a new language affects one’s identity. Therefore, the scope of our investigation 
focuses on identity, language learning, and the complex relationship between the two. More specifically, this paper 
investigates whether foreigners who migrated to Denmark experienced changes in their identity caused by being immersed 
into a new society and a new language, and if the process of second language acquisition has a connection to that. The 
dimension that will be covered in this paper is therefore Subjectivity and Learning. Our main source of theoretical 
knowledge will be drawn from Bonny Norton’s book Identity and Language Learning, in which she discusses the process of 
learning a second language and the effect an individual’s identity has on the process.  
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Furthermore, in our project we are going to define the term identity on which our approach is going to be based, applying 
Norton, Jenkins and Burkitt’s theories on the term. We are also going to present the approach to language that we are going 
to be working with.  
To perform further investigation on the research, we have decided to use qualitative methods of gathering data by using 
interviews. The data collected is going to be analyzed in depth, with the aim of gaining a better understanding of the 
participants’ experiences.  
Our overall aim of the project is to answer the problem question, which is mentioned in the section below. 
 
Problem Formulation 
What possible changes does an individual’s identity go through in the process of being immersed into a new society 
and what role does language learning play in this process? 
Research questions: 
• What are the factors that affect language learning and identity formation? 
• Does learning a new language affect an individual’s identity, and if so, are identity and language connected? 
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• Does language learning affect an individual’s feeling of belonging, and if so, to what extent? 
 
II. Theories 
This part of the project will contain the theoretical material that we will be working with and drawing from in our project. 
Since our topic gravitates around the concepts of identity, language learning and the complex relationship of those two, we 
have chosen to divide our theoretical material in these three categories. However, the inextricable relationship of the first 
two concepts in this field entails a presentation of each category that touches upon the other. Since our material is primarily 
based on Bonny Norton’s work, her viewpoints on each category will be present and will be taken primarily into 
consideration.  
Identity: Norton, Jenkins and Burkitt 
One of the main points that Bonny Norton challenges in the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) is the absence of 
the notion of unequal power relations in many aspects of the field. This idea will further be developed in the context of 
identity in this section and will moreover be explored in the succeeding sections of our report. In addition to this notion, 
Norton blames the fact that most SLA theories do not provide a concept of identity that relates the individual to the outside 
world for their lack of a complex understanding of the language learner. In order to address this shortcoming, she draws 
from feminist poststructuralist theories of identity in her study. 
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Feminist poststructuralism investigates to which extent the lives of specific individuals, in a given place and at a given time, 
are influenced by relations of power between the individuals themselves, by groups and by societies. In contrast to humanist 
concepts of the individual and other definitions found in most of the theories used in SLA that suppose every human to have 
a fundamental, unique, stable and consistent core; feminist poststructuralists theories argue that subjectivity is dissimilar, 
inconsistent and dynamic over time and space. In fact, subjectivity—or rather identity—is seen as non-unitary and decentred 
(Norton 2000: 124). Furthermore, the term identity in this context is used with regards to how an individual apprehends his 
or her relation to the world, how this relation is “created across time and space” and how the individual apprehends future 
possibilities (Norton 2000: 5).  
Norton, as influenced by most of her findings in her study, sees identity as a site of struggle as well. She indicates that 
identity is “theorized as produced by and producing the meaning-making practices of the home, the workplace, the school, 
the community” (Norton 2000: 127). In other words, identity is created in many different social settings—settings that she 
argues to be constructed with the influence of power relations—in which an individual acts in various subject positions. 
Norton also insists that these subject positions could also be contested by the individual. This means that he or she can 
refuse to take up a particular subject position in a given discourse. He or she can even establish a counter-discourse that 
enables him or her to place him- or herself not in a marginalized but a dominant subject position (Norton 2000: 127).  
As was mentioned at the beginning, Norton argues that many theories on SLA need to establish concepts of identity that are 
related to larger, and often unjust, social structures that are created in everyday social interactions. They neglect to examine 
how unequal power relations restrain the possibilities for second language learners in order to improve their language skills 
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in the target language outside of the classroom (Norton 2000: 4-5). Furthermore, she points out that most SLA theorists do 
not define the relation between the social environment and the language learner. Again, Norton argues that this is due to the 
fact that they did not develop a concept of subjectivity that connects the second language learner and the language-learning 
context. 
A term that must also be mentioned in this context is investment. Although this concept will further be tackled in the 
succeeding sections of our report, it is important to discuss it in the context of identity as well. Norton uses this term as the 
opposite of instrumental motivation, where the learner is seen as steady, ahistorical and consistent, and as someone who 
wants admission to the target language speaker’s material resources (Norton 2000: 10). Investment, on the contrary, sees the 
language speaker as someone who has a complicated social past and various desires. In addition to this, it presupposes that 
language learners are not only exchanging information when they are speaking with the native speaker, but they are also 
constantly creating and recreating a perception of themselves and how they connect to the social world. Therefore, investing 
in the target language also means that the learner invests in his own identity, which is always changing (Norton 2000:11).  
As a supplement to Norton’s theories, Richard Jenkins offers another definition of identity, which is the following:  
Identity is the human capacity – rooted in language – to know ‘who’s who’ […] This involves knowing who we are, 
knowing who others are, them knowing who we are, us knowing who they think we are, and so on […]. It is a process 
– identification – not a ‘thing’. It is not something that one can have, or not; it is something that one does (Jenkins 
2004: 5). 
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Furthermore, Jenkins describes identity as a continuous, open-ended process called identification. (Jenkins 2004: 9) Here, he 
shares the opinion of Norton who also claims that identity is dynamic and changing over time and space.  
What makes identity complicated for Jenkins is that knowing who is who cannot be classified neutrally. Classification is 
hardly ever neutral; it is hierarchically organized, also in interactions and in social contexts. This also means that a person 
can be identified in various ways depending on the context. Jenkins, furthermore, argues that identification is senseless 
outside of relationships, and that the relationship between individuals or groups is marked by hierarchies of, for example, 
ambivalence, competition, collaboration, animosity or favoritism. (Jenkins 2004: 6) Here, another similarity between Norton 
and Jenkins’ approaches of identity is present. Both of them claim that hierarchies in individuals, which are constructed in 
everyday interactions, influence identity. The difference between the two theorists is that Norton uses the term power 
relations and points out that language plays a huge role in constituting power in interactions, while Jenkins, on the contrary, 
speaks about classification which entails hierarchical structures in relations between individuals. Therefore, since our work 
explores how identity is created through social interactions, Jenkins’ approach is interesting for us because he, like Norton, 
argues that identity is socially constructed. He writes: 
 Identifying ourselves, or others, is a matter of meaning, and meaning always involves interaction: agreement and 
disagreement, convention and innovation, communication and negotiation (Jenkins 2004:17) 
In other words, it is not possible to create an identity without interacting with other people. However, Jenkins also argues 
that individuals already take some experiences from their early lives, which already created a sense of who they are, before 
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they interact with other individuals. (Jenkins 2004: 72) This perception is what differs in Jenkins’ approach to identity from 
that of Norton’s.  
Ian Burkitt shares the opinion of Jenkins. He argues that the creation of identity always involves other people because they 
reflect a picture of ourselves through their activities, words, values and expressions. Often people do not recognize that the 
exploration of their own individuality is a social action. Moreover, Burkitt argues that before a person can become an 
individual possessing his or her own inimitable identity, he or she has to firstly engage in a society that is constructed by 
history and culture (Burkitt 2008:1). Burkitt opposes the methodological individualist approach that sees the individual as an 
entity that has given competences or a determined core. He claims that individuals are all born into social relations. In this 
context, plenty of who and what they are is created. However, he does not want to degrade individuals to bare outcomes of 
their society (Burkitt 2008:3).  
Moreover, Burkitt writes that when individuals ask themselves who they are, they do not try to understand themselves as 
self-contained. In contrast, they see themselves as social individuals. When Burkitt speaks about social selves he uses the 
plural instead of the singular because all humans, he argues, are individual selves who are inevitably associated to each 
other. There are, therefore, numerous diverse selves in a society. Furthermore, Burkitt asserts that individuals are multiple—
that they are not the same persons in varying situations and that they are not the same persons that they were 20 years ago 
(Burkitt 2008:3). 
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Burkitt gives three reasons for which he insists on the concept of social selves. The first of which is that individuals are all 
born into a “social network” constituted by social relations that they, themselves, have not chosen. These social relations 
carry the mark of power structures, such as social class rankings or other groupings that are related to hierarchy. 
Furthermore, they bear the mark of a culture and its convictions and values, such as religion or science. The social 
environment, class, ethnicity, gender as well as attitudes and beliefs can be learned from the identity of individuals (Burkitt 
2008: 3). Burkitt’s second reason is that individuals engage in social activities in order to find their unrevealed identity. This 
means that the exploration of their self involves what they do- their activities giving them information about who they are. 
Therefore, identity is actually not hidden and has not to be found, but it has to be formed with other people in activities and 
through common ideas. The question is thus not being someone, but becoming someone. The third reason is that the aim to 
become someone, who one wants to be, always implies political struggles. To have the opportunity to be a specific type of 
person or to live freely without barriers and have all rights is seen by many as something that cannot just be won—a 
privilege rather than a given right (Burkitt 2008: 4).  
To sum up, we chose to use Norton’s, Jenkins’ and Burkitt’s approach to identity because our research tackles identity as 
being contradictory, dynamic, dissimilar and always changing. Moreover, we share the view of three authors that identity 
must be understood with regards to its complexity that is created through the relationship that individuals have to the social 
world and through power structures or rather classification in social interactions. Another reason for which we refer to 
Norton, Jenkins and Burkitt is because they claim that identity is socially constructed through the interaction with other 
people. This means that a unique identity can be formed only through social actions.  
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In the context of identity, we find that Jenkins’ and Burkitt’s approaches supplement that of Norton, which we primarily 
draw from. Jenkins, by pointing out that identity is not only constructed in interactions with other people but is already 
created from past experiences that give the individual a sense of who they are, complements the idea of Norton. Burkitt’s 
approach is interesting because he presents the concept of social selves that indicates that there are many diverse selves in a 
society and individuals themselves have various selves in different situations. 
Language 
The notion of language that we will be using in our report draws from Bonny Norton's idea that primarily emphasizes on 
language as having ‘social meaning’ as opposed to merely being a ‘neutral medium’ of communication. She considers the 
most important role of language as “constitutive of and constituted by a learner’s identity” (Norton 2000: 5). In other words: 
language affects the learner’s identity and is also affected by the learner’s identity. 
On another note, Bonny Norton draws from Heller who writes: 
It is through language that a person negotiates a sense of self within and across different sites at different points in 
time, and it is through language that a person gains access to—or is denied access to—powerful social networks that 
give learners the opportunity to speak (Norton 2000: 5). 
In relation to this, Bourdieu argues that an individual’s right to speak depends on where he or she is positioned within 
relations of power, which further insists on the definition of language as having social meaning (Bourdieu in Norton 2000: 
8).  
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How the learner of a language utilizes language as a tool to navigate through strongly culture-influenced societal structures 
is thus what we are most interested in. Since our project deals with the complex relationship of identity and language 
learning, we choose to approach language as something that is ‘meaningful’—something that has a social purpose. 
Norton Outlined: Some theories on identity and language learning 
In the field of SLA, Bonny Norton argues from a poststructuralist school of thought that highlights the dynamism and 
complexity of the factors that affect the language learner and his or her subjectivity. In her study, she challenges the existing 
theories in SLA that are dominantly from a structuralist perspective in order to offer new perspectives on the field. Her main 
argument is that due to the theories’ dismissal of dynamic sociocultural factors, they fail to provide a complex understanding 
of the relationship of the learner to society (Norton 2000: 4)—factors which are said to be intertwined with language 
acquisition and identity construction. Moreover, in an article that was published in 2011, Norton and Toohey write: 
Second language learning is not entirely determined by structural conditions and social contexts, partly because these 
conditions and contexts are themselves in states of production (Norton, Toohey 2011: 415).  
Indeed, most SLA theories provide a rather categorical presentation of the language learner by failing to contextualize his or 
her experience and treating his or her attributes as constants as opposed to variables. Concretely put, most SLA theories 
categorize a learner, for instance, into the following: (1) As being motivated or unmotivated without exploring the reasons 
that affect his or her motivation. (2) As experiencing a high or low level of anxiety without looking deeper into what it 
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might be influenced by (3) As being positioned in a near or close proximity to the target language community without 
considering the factors that affect this placement and so on and so forth. 
One of the principal points that Bonny Norton insists on is the little attention given by most SLA theories to power relations 
(Norton 2000: 4). They are said to affect the language acquisition and the identity construction of the learner in various 
forms and ways. As an illustrative reference, we find that Norton’s response to some of SLA theorist Spolsky’s claims offers 
a good overview of the main points that we will eventually be tackling in our analyses. Although Norton has extensively 
paralleled her findings from her study against other SLA theories, we find the discussion on Spolsky’s concept of natural 
learning environment to be most useful to us. 
Spolsky distinguishes two learning environments: the formal language-learning environment, which permits learning by 
instruction in the classroom; and the natural language-learning environment, which permits learning by immersion in a 
community of fluent speakers (Norton 2000: 2). With the help of Norton, we argue that although Spolsky’s idea of the 
natural language learning environment does seem to be very beneficial to a learner’s language acquisition and identity 
construction, it ends up being not as beneficial as it claims to be due to the socially constructed power relations that have a 
huge impact on the learner’s experience. As outlined by Norton in her book Identity and Language Learning, Spolsky has 
five main claims to natural language learning, the first one being: 
In natural language learning, the target language is used for authentic communication and not for contrived, classroom 
purposes (Norton 2000: 110). 
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Since this claim is not made understood in reference to any notions of power, the fact that access to the environment may or 
may not be present is not a factor that is taken into consideration. Furthermore, although most SLA theories recognize the 
existence of a distance between the language learner and the target language community, the possibility of this distance 
being reframed by the learner him- or herself is overlooked (Norton, Toohey 2011: 418). The notion of power relations 
come into play when the learner is placed in a disadvantaged position in society that does not provide him or her access to 
the natural language learning environment. Therefore, the learner does not end up profiting from the benefits of ‘authentic 
communication’ in his learning. Not only can this be considered as a hindrance to language acquisition, it can also be 
considered as a positive or negative determining factor of identity construction. When a motivated learner is placed in a 
disadvantaged position without access to the target language community and consequently, without any verbal interaction 
with its members, it could generate a sentiment of being marginalized from society as well as a sentiment of inferiority 
towards its members—both of which could affect the formation of the learner’s identity in a negative way and more notably, 
his or her motivation.  
Motivation, also considered as dynamic by poststructuralist theories, could be understood in reference to language 
acquisition (i.e. the learner’s motivation to learn a language) and to identity construction (i.e. that which the learner aspires 
to become). Consequently, motivation could also be understood in reference to the measures that the learner is willing to 
take in order to benefit from the resources made available to him or her, as well as the length that he or she is willing to go 
through in order to reframe the socially constructed power relations to his or her benefit—his or her investment. Although 
the connection of Spolsky’s first claim to the previously mentioned implications of power relations to the learner might 
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seem to be overdeveloped at this stage, we deem it appropriate to be discussed in direct relation to the presence or lack of 
access, as mentioned in the very beginning. We argue that this notion is a notable and recurring implication of power 
relations in the language acquisition and identity construction that most SLA theories overlook.  
Spolsky’s second claim is that: 
In natural language learning, the learner is surrounded by fluent speakers of the target language. (Norton 2000: 111) 
This may have been coherent to the context in which the claim was made. However, taking into consideration the rapid 
growth of globalization as an example, we argue this claim to be outdated. The boom of migration in the recent years 
(Conrad, Sachsenmaier 2007: 1) has lead to the creation of ethnic communities in foreign countries; the dissolution of some 
borders has paved the way to international communities in the form of international student bodies and companies. Today, 
we argue that Spolsky’s second claim to the natural learning environment can be considered to be rather too idealistic. 
Indeed, as presented in the book Motivation, Language Identity and the L2 Self by Dörnyei and Ushioda, Pavlenko also 
argues that 
A view of the world in terms of homogenous and monolingual cultures does not reflect the complexity of the modern, 
globalized multilingual world where more than half of the inhabitants are not only bilingual or multilingual but are 
also members of multiple ethnic, social and cultural communities (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009: 5) 
Since these ethnic, multilingual communities where various languages are spoken are often more accessible to new learners 
than the target language community where he or she could benefit from being ‘surrounded by fluent speakers of the target 
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language’, a divide is created between the two and access, yet again, becomes an issue. This poses two main problems that 
are related to what has already been discussed in Spolsky’s previous claim. Firstly, the learner often cannot benefit from the 
advantage of being exposed to fluent speakers when it comes to language acquisition because the natural learning 
environment, which used to be more homogenous, is not anymore. And since access to an environment that does not 
comprise native speakers is much easier, learners might have a tendency to rely in the comfort of an easily accessible 
community that is more socially accepting. Secondly, the chances of the learner developing an identity that is accepted into 
society is less, as he or she could be confined in ethnic communities that hinder acculturation—a factor that is also 
considered to be important in language acquisition and identity construction. The notions of marginalization, sentiments of 
inferiority, weakening of motivation, are thus still apparent—at least for learners who aspire for a socially accepted identity 
into the target language community. It should be pointed out, however, that access is considered to be dynamic as well. This 
means that although the learner might initially be placed in a far proximity from the target language community, he or she 
has the power to change his or her position, hence gaining more access. Paradoxically, in order to gain more access to the 
target language community that leads to more proficiency, the learner must be able to communicate to the members in their 
language (Norton 2000: 41). In other words, the natural language learning environment, which is supposed to contribute to 
language proficiency, can be accessed through proficiency in the language itself. This paradox is also overlooked in most 
SLA theories that Bremer and Norton insist on in their studies. 
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Spolsky’s third claim is that 
The outside world is open and stimulating, where there is a multitude of contextual clues for understanding language 
in use (Norton 2000: 111). 
When learners are placed in a disadvantaged position due to socially constructed power relations, possibly generating 
sentiments of inferiority and intimidation towards the new and ‘unknown’ environment, this could turn the supposedly 
‘stimulating’ outside world into a rather discouraging one. Even though we do agree to the importance of the opportunities 
opened up by the outside world, we could argue, however, that this is not always the case. This is due to the fact that identity 
here is seen as intrinsic and determined (as opposed to constantly evolving) (Norton 2000: 125), which neglects to take into 
consideration its evolution. Indeed, Ng stresses that: 
The adequate functioning of an individual assumes a commonsense knowledge of the organizational forms which 
determine how the society works. (Norton 2000: 44) 
Socio-cultural difference could be reinforced and could be considered as an incompetence when a learner reacts 
inappropriately in certain situations due to lack of knowledge or experience. This is where the notion of power relations 
come into play—when cultural differences are considered as an incapability by those who are more experienced in the 
outside world, dismissing those who do not have an understanding of the system to a lower position of power. Therefore, 
instead of being ‘stimulated’ by the outside world, a learner could, at the beginning of his or her learning and integration 
process, feel marginalized and discouraged and as a consequence, form an identity placing him or herself in an inferior 
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position. Norton argues that factors that affect language acquisition and identity construction should be considered to be 
constantly changing across time and space (Norton 2000: 2). That being said, we do realize that this, in agreement to Norton, 
implies that our position with regards to Spolsky’s third claim is not always in accordance with reality. But we think that this 
illustrates the complexity that most SLA theories lack. 
Spolsky’s fourth claim is that: 
In natural language learning, the language used is free and normal, rather than carefully controlled and simplified. 
(Norton 2000: 112) 
As we have mentioned in the first claim, motivation could also be understood in reference to the measures that a learner is 
willing to take in order to reframe his or her position in society—his or her investment, which Norton argues to be socially 
constructed as well (Norton 2000: 2). However, we insist that this should also be understood in reference to the learner’s 
desire. In order to explain this, we draw on Bourdieu’s argument that 
When a person speaks, the speaker wishes not only to be understood, but to be ‘believed, obeyed, respected, 
distinguished’. […]  However, […] a speaker’s ability to command the listener is unequally structured for different 
speakers because of the symbolic power relations between them (Norton 2000: 113). 
In other words, language is not only used as means of communication, but as a social practice. Whether or not a learner 
wishes to speak could be understood in reference to his or her power to command attention. Not only that, but whether or 
not a learner acts in order to change this power relation should be understood in reference to his or her social desires, and 
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these two could be in conflict because of the “ongoing production of the learner’s identity” (Norton 2000: 120). Therefore, 
language is ‘not free and normal’ as Spolsky claims it to be as it is used as a tool in social practice, which may or may not 
necessitate a careful appropriation of speech. 
Bourdieu’s position could also be used as an argument against Spolsky’s fifth claim that  
In natural learning situations, where attention is on the meaning of the communication, the [native] speaker makes an 
effort to see that language is comprehensible (Norton 2000: 112). 
Concretely put: if a learner is not considered to be a legitimate speaker who is ‘worthy’ to be listened to, then this could 
result in an unequal investment in the native speaker. 
Since our take on Norton’s position with regards to Spolsky’s claims to natural language-learning might seem to be 
determined, we would like to insist that they are not. We agree with poststructuralist theories that claim factors affecting 
identity and language learning to be dynamic and immensely complex. With this kept in mind, we would like to point out 
that the implications that power relations might have on a learner are not, in any way, universal. We recognize the 
possibility that they may vary from person to person, and sometimes may not even be present at all. We do not claim any of 
these concepts to be set in stone. Our point is to highlight the complexity of the study of SLA by pointing out some possible 
implications that could help provide a better understanding of the learner as opposed to merely categorizing them and 
mainly holding their motivation to learn accountable for their evolution, as done by structuralist viewpoints. (Norton, 
Toohey 2011: 420). 
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With an aim to provide a better understanding of the concepts that have previously been discussed, we will draw from some 
of Bonny Norton’s more recent publication in collaboration with Kelleen Toohey on the construct of investment and the 
concept of imagined communities and imagined identities. This concept of investment deals with the complicated relation 
between motivation and practice—in relation to opportunity or strategic use of resources. Norton argues that the learner’s 
choice to “invest in the target language at particular times in particular settings” (Norton, Toohey 2011: 420) should be 
understood in reference to their aim to increase their cultural capital, which is defined by Bourdieu and Passeron as 
[…] refer[ing] to the knowledge, credentials, and modes of thought that characterize different classes and goals 
(Norton, Toohey 2011: 420) 
Norton argues that the learner’s self-perception and their “desires for the future” are reassessed in relation to their cultural 
capital. In other words, the learner’s course of action when it comes to language learning could be related to what he or she 
aspires to have or to become. Since this is one of the concepts that Bonny Norton insists on in her study, we deem it 
important to explain it more exhaustively. This construct of investment was in fact, a notion that made an appearance as a 
response to the consideration of a dynamic motivation by some more recent SLA theorists. Norton and Toohey write: 
The construct of investment seeks to make a meaningful connection between a learner’s desire and commitment to 
learn a language, and the language practices of the classroom or community. (Norton, Toohey 2011: 415) 
She utilizes economic terms drawn from Bourdieu’s work in order to explain the notion of desire. He argues that “cultural 
capital has differential exchange value in different social fields” (Norton, Toohey 2011: 420). Indeed, since the ‘currency’ 
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of cultural capital varies from one social field to another, it could be that it is not invested at all times. Its investment, thus, is 
done in particular times in social environments that have resources from which the learner could benefit from the most.  
Norton explores this aspiration-related idea even further with her concept of imagined communities and imagined identities. 
As the terminology suggests, both terms entail a projection on the future when “learners imagine who they might be, and 
who their communities might be, when they learn a language” (Norton, Toohey 2011: 422). 
It is important to recognize that although our report is mainly based on Bonny Norton’s work, there are many other theorists 
in the field of language acquisition that have similar arguments. Despite the lack of consideration of most SLA theories that 
Norton challenges in her studies, there are some that do address her concerns. As a matter of fact, some of the more recent 
works in the field of SLA that make use of the poststructuralist views of identity try to address the complexity that the 
dynamism of identity entails in motivation (Norton, Toohey 2011: 419). In addition to this, the growth of globalization has 
attracted more attention from other disciplines that contributed to more works addressing the growing intricacy of the factors 
affecting language and identity. As stated in the book Motivation, Language Identity and the L2 Self by Dörnyei and 
Ushioda: 
L2 [Second Language] Motivation is currently in the process of being radically reconceptualized and retheorized in 
the context of contemporary notions of self and identity. (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009: 1) 
Some of the ideas presented in the previously mentioned book, we argue, coincide to that of Bonny Norton. The increased 
interest in self-related matters in the field of Psychology has resulted in a more in-depth look into the individual that when 
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seen in the context of language learning, provides insights into his or her motivation. A concrete example of this would be 
the psychological theory of possible selves, which tackles “the individuals’ ideas of what they might become, what they 
would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming” (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009: 3). This theory gave rise to a more 
“modernized” view on motivation in the field of Second Language (L2) learning, embodied in the concept of “L2 
Motivational Self System”. In the heart of this concept is the notion of ideal self which refers to “the representation of the 
attributes that someone would ideally like to possess” (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009: 3-4), which coincides to Bonny Norton’s 
concept of imagined identities. A complement to this notion is that of ought-to-self, which, instead, refers to the attributes 
that an individual thinks to be necessary to possess. Dörnyei argues that when these two notions of self are applied to 
language proficiency, they could ignite a strong motivation in the learner (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009: 4). 
What, in fact, came before the growth of interest in a more microscopic, egocentric approach to L2 identity as mentioned in 
Dörnyei and Ushioda’s book, is one that is similar to Norton’s argument of relating the identity of the learner to the outside 
world. This outside world however, is one that is more globalized—one that is “increasingly characterized by linguistic and 
socio-cultural diversity and fluidity” (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009: 4). This, we argue, could be seen as a supplement to Norton’s 
concept of imagined communities, although the community that is ‘imagined’ in this concept is one that is global. 
‘Integrative orientation’ as a motivation is a concrete example of this. As stated in the previously mentioned book drawing 
from Gardner and Lambert, this motivation reflects “a sincere and personal interest in the people and culture represented 
by the other group” (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009: 2). This concept involves social identification—a process that is argued to 
either be in reference to a specific ethnolinguistic community or to a non-specific, global community. Indeed, we argue, in 
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relation to what has just been previously mentioned, that a more open, global and connected world could trigger curiosity in 
individuals and allow them to be more free in their aspirations—permitting them to be motivated to learn by their interests 
rather than their needs. 
To sum up: as language acquisition and identity construction are inextricably intertwined, we argue with Norton that the 
complexity of the factors that affect them should be recognized. Nothing can be considered to be deterministic as the 
attributes are always changing, including the claims to their understanding. 
Norton’s book Identity and Language Learning presents subjects that have experienced a great deal of social struggle, hence 
her insisting that more attention should be allotted to power relations in the field of SLA. Although we chose to primarily 
draw on this, our aim was to demonstrate how one factor could have a wide range of implications in a learner—affecting his 
or her development in language acquisition and the construction of his or her identity. 
Despite the notion of power relations mostly being presented as an obstructive influence, we do insist on the argument that it 
could be changed by the learner. Furthermore, his or her investment to the target language and to his or her identity 
development should be understood in reference to his or her aspirations to increase cultural capital. 
Concluding remarks 
The theories on identity and language that we chose to work in our report share a common viewpoint that both elements are 
dynamic and are affected by, not only cultural, but also social factors. Identity is dynamic because it is constantly changing 
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over time and space; language is also dynamic because since it is culture-related, the dynamic identities of the individuals 
that constitute a particular culture affect its evolution as well. 
Since these factors are very complex and they affect the field of language learning, the factors that affect SLA need to be 
viewed in the same way in order to provide a better understanding of learners. Learners, thus, need to be understood in 
relation to the societal structures that they are a part of (which, in most cases are structured with inequalities). They also 
need to be understood in relation to their individual desires, which could also be socially constructed—since identification is 
done by relations to the outside world. Dynamism, societal structures, diverse individual aims—all of these factors and more 
constitute the complexity that the field of SLA entails. 
III. Methodology 
The methodology that we will be using in our project primarily draws from the course in method on Subjectivity and 
Learning. Since the said course tackled research methods that provide insight into the individual’s thinking and his or her 
interpretation of his or her experiences, it was significantly of relevance and of  use to our project by providing us with the 
necessary knowledge on qualitative research. The article written by Donald E. Polkinghorne called Language and Meaning: 
Data Collection in Qualitative Research has, in fact, proven to be indispensable to us in our approach on qualitative 
research.  
Qualitative research is designed for studying the lives and experiences of people, and deals with human life “as it is lived, 
felt, undergone, made sense of, and accomplished by human beings” (Schwandt in Polkinghorne 2005:138). The main aim 
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of qualitative research is to describe and analyze human experiences and motivations. As Polkinghorne mentions in 
Language and Meaning: Data Collection in Qualitative Research, human experience is a difficult area to study, since it 
deals with such “multilayered and complex” factors such as emotions and feelings. (Polkinghorne 2005:138). Qualitative 
research is specifically devised in a way that describes human experiences in order to aid the investigation of experience. 
Because the researchers need to understand the participants’ experience the way they perceive it, qualitative research most 
often uses an emic perspective – the way an individual sees the world, when investigating human experience. This 
perspective permits the participants of the research to formulate their own understandings of reality. Thus, the researcher 
acquires a deeper understanding of the participant’s experiences. (Emic/Etic Distinction, http:2008) We base our research 
and data on the participant’s within, and it is therefore our scope of interest to investigate and understand the participant’s 
own understanding of the world.   
In qualitative research the data is not statistical as it is in quantitative research, and is not presented in the form of 
measurements. Instead, the data in qualitative research are oral- or written accounts of interaction with the participants of the 
research. This data serves as evidence for the experiences being investigated. One of the main methods used for gathering 
qualitative data are interviews (Polkinghorne 2005:141), which is the method that we use in our project. In interviews, the 
evidence in written form is the transcription and analyses of interviews. (Polkinghorne 2005: 138)  
As described in Data Collection in Qualitative Research, in qualitative research, a method of sampling is used – the 
selection of participants which function as a sample of a specific group. It is important that the characteristics of the group 
are present in the sample, which we achieve by using the method of selection. By using a sample, we can form an opinion of 
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the group that could reflect the tendencies of the whole group. The method of selection of the participants is used in order to 
make sure that the experiences of the participants comply with the scope of the research. The researcher specifies certain 
criteria in the process of finding the participants and selects only those participants who adhere to the criteria. The selection 
is therefore representative, since it represents the specific group, in contrast to random selection, where the participants are 
selected randomly.  It is important to note, that the selection relies more heavily on what the participants could provide for 
the investigation, rather than their exact compliance to the given criteria. This is why sampling is used in qualitative 
research, since, as mentioned before, the experience that is under investigation has to be proven. We would like to 
emphasize that in our research we used representative selection. (Polkinghorne 2005:139) 
Qualitative interviews in general 
As Anna Roubesi states in the section of methodology in her research, the advantage of interviews in qualitative research 
lies within the ability to reach and clarify internal views of the participants. As Wellington puts it, interview is the only tool 
“which allows the researcher to explore thoughts, values, prejudices, attitudes, feelings, experiences, and opinions of 
participants freely and deeply1” (Wellington in Roubesi 2009:34). Kahn and Cannell define the term interview as “a 
specialized kind of oral interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee”2, which has a specific aim of investigation. 
(Roubesi 2009:34) 
                                                            
1 Translated from Greek to English by the authors of this assignment  
2 Translated from Greek to English by the authors of this assignment 
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Since interview is the interaction between human beings, each with their own ideas, values, perception of the world etc. this 
method has its advantages and disadvantages. The main advantage is that interviews allow a much deeper immersion into 
the experience of the participant, since it is seen from his or her point of view. Participants have access to provide an 
explanation that is highly inclusive of depth and detail. (Sociological Research Skills, http) However, one of the 
disadvantages is the fact that since the researcher has his or her own ideas and interpretations of the world, this may have an 
influence on the way the researcher perceives and analyzes the interviewee’s experiences. (Cohen, Manion in Roubesi 
2009:35) Furthermore, the qualitative interview possesses a weakness considering the varying levels of interviewers’ skills 
in practicing this method (e.g. in making the interviewees feel comfortable and to make up questions along the way that 
would be of value to the investigation). 
Katerina Vassilikou3 outlines several guidelines for conducting interviews, which if followed, make the interviewee more 
comfortable and open, thus providing data that depicts the interviewee’s true feelings. 
The interviewer should remember not to speak too much during the conduct of the interview and instead listen more to the 
interviewee (Vassilikou 2010, pers. comm.). 
Furthermore, the interviewees are the ones telling their experiences, so there is no point for the interviewer to be the main 
talker. It is also important to remember that the aim of the interview is to collect the data of the participants’ experience and 
not to influence or correct them. 
                                                            
3 An associate sociology Ph.D researcher in the Bureau in the International and Constitutional Institutions of the Academy of Athens 
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Furthermore, the interviewer should ask the questions in a clear, non-intimidating and non-discriminatory manner, so the 
interviewee can feel free to express his or her honest feelings and opinions without being afraid of inducing a negative 
response (Vassilikou 2010, pers. comm.). 
When formulating the questions for the interview the researcher should be aware of the type of questions which should 
rather be avoided. The interviewer should try not to make questions for which the interviewee can provide straight 
monosyllabic answers (e.g. yes or no), since these do not provide any insightful data. Furthermore, the questions should not 
be constructed in a suggestive manner, in other words what the interviewer ‘wants to hear’. Moreover, the researcher should 
rephrase questions which are ambiguous, confusing or difficult to reply to. In order not to confuse the interviewee, questions 
which are irrelevant for the research should be avoided. Finally, it is vital to remember not to ask offensive or discriminatory 
questions (Vassilikou 2010, pers. comm.). 
Lastly, the interviewer should always remember to enjoy (or pretend to enjoy) the interview process, and should never give 
the impression of being bored or amused by the interviewee’s tone or accent.  
As far as the transcription of the interviews goes, the details that are often lost during the process of transcribing from an 
oral form of data to a written form, is body language –that is to say the nuances and movements during the interaction 
between the interviewer and the interviewee. As a result of the process of transcription, however, the researcher who was 
present at the conduct of the interview will have a better understanding of the message that the interviewee was trying to 
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communicate than the reader of the transcription, since the researcher also had an advantage of observing the participant’s 
body language. 
Semi-Structured qualitative interviews in general 
In the conduct of our interview we decided to use a semi-structured approach. As Smith and Osborn mention in the chapter 
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis, in the semi-structured interview the questions and an outline of the order are 
prepared beforehand, however those serve more as a guideline than a requirement. The questions are flexible, allowing an 
in-depth approach to the interviewee’s story, and if necessary, clearing misunderstandings. The interview usually starts at a 
specific point, usually with some basic questions such as name, age, origin etc., and afterwards is steered depending on the 
interviewee’s answers. (Iosifidis in Roubesi 2010:35) This interview approach creates a feeling of a conversation between 
the interviewer and the interviewee, thus striving to create a genuine relation with the participant. As a result, the researcher 
acquires a true perception of the interviewee’s beliefs. Furthermore, the structure of a conversation also allows the 
researcher to explore the interesting parts that come up during the interview, and furthermore focus on the areas that the 
participant finds concerning or interesting. (Smith, Osborn 2008:58). Finally, sometimes unexpected answers can occur.  
The researcher navigates the interview into the area of investigation, at the same time focusing as much as possible on the 
participant’s “psychological and social world”. (Smith, Osborn 2008:59) This makes the interviewee share the experiences 
more closely, thus sometimes introducing some issues which the researcher has not thought of. As Smith and Osborn state, 
the participant should be considered as the “experiential expert” of the investigation (Smith, Osborn 2008:59). 
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We organized our interview based on Herbert J. Rubin’s explanation of how semi-structured interviews are structured, 
presented in his book Qualitative Interviewing: the Art of Hearing Data. By combining three main terms, namely main 
questions, follow-up questions and probes, semi-structured interviews are constructed. (Rubin, 2005: 129) The main 
questions are established before the interview, and serve the purpose of making sure that the data gathered from the oral 
interaction will benefit the field that is being investigated. The follow-up questions are either formulated beforehand, or 
practiced spontaneously during the interview, and are used in order to achieve deeper explanation and/or understanding of a 
specific issue or topic that the interviewee has already introduced. When using follow-up questions, it is furthermore in the 
interviewer’s interest to guide the participant in the right direction, since, in interviews, participants may have a tendency to 
circle around the main question: 
[…] respondents in an interview will not necessarily answer the question being asked by the researcher and, in 
fact, may answer a question that is asked in another question later in the interview (Turner 2010:758)  
Furthermore, probes are practiced during the interview to signify the desire of reaching a deeper level of explanation. Lastly, 
probes serve a purpose of keeping the participant on track and to maintain the flow of the conversation. 
 
Our semi-structured interview 
We decided to use the semi-structured form of interview in our project since we are of conviction that developing basic 
questions, and then letting the participant take his own path of speech, was better in order to reach the deepest levels of 
experience. Our study focuses on the connection between language learning and identity construction by immigrating to 
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another country, so a completely rooted way of interviewing was not practical or right. The same applies for a completely 
open interview, since we need to offer guidance first and then let the interviewee present his or her experience. 
After agreeing on a semi-structured approach, we decided to use the website www.couchsurfing.org to post a notice with our 
criteria: 
Hello, we are a group of 6 international students (Greek, Austrian, Japanese, Filipino, Russian, Danish) studying 
Humanities at Roskilde University and we're doing a project on Identity and Language Learning. We are looking for 
immigrants who have lived in Denmark for at least three years and who, in the process, have learned Danish in order 
to join the local work force.  
As mentioned in the post above, one of the criteria that we addressed in the search for interviewees was that participants 
should have acquired Danish in order to join the local workforce. However, our scope of interest has changed, and due to 
this, that particular criterion was not a vital determinant for the selection of the participants. 
The reason we decided to choose this particular website is because it offers access to foreigners living in Denmark, and it 
enables notices to be posted publicly. 
Through the website we got two responses, the exact number of participants we have agreed to interview beforehand. The 
responders, Lea and Krishna, each had different backgrounds but matched the criteria we have provided. In both cases we 
suggested to meet them at their place of residence, specifying that otherwise we can meet at another location that they were 
more comfortable with. Both suggested to meet at a café of their choice. Also, we decided to only have two members of the 
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group present during the interview, as this would make the conditions more relaxing and comfortable for the interviewee. As 
Creswell states in the article Qualitative Interview Design: a Practical Guide for Novice Investigators, when conducting an 
interview in a location, which is comfortable for the participant, the process of the interview goes more smoothly. (Creswell 
in Turner 2010:757) If the participant does not feel restricted in any way, this automatically improves the outcome. (Turner 
2010:757) 
Furthermore, we asked the participants in which language they wanted to be interviewed in, and although both specified that 
they are comfortable with communicating in the target language (Danish), both preferred to be interviewed in English. It is 
important to note, that Lea could have been interviewed in her native language (Russian), since the group member present at 
the interview is also a native speaker of Russian. The interview could have probably had a different outcome, since Lea 
might have felt more personal and comfortable when speaking her native language; however, since the other group member 
present does not understand Russian, the situation seemed more appropriate for the interview to be conducted in English.  
Moreover, the participants were asked if they had any objections to being recorded by an audio device during the interview, 
to which none objected. Finally, in order to create a stronger social interaction, we asked the participants if they wanted a 
copy of the finished project. 
Analyses of our interviews 
We insist upon the fact that we wanted to focus on the understanding of the own experiences in the mind of our participants. 
This arguably justifies that we are not generalizing the Danes, since our interest does not lie within looking at the 
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experiences from the outside, but rather looking at how they are perceived from the inside. Therefore, our scope of interest 
is centered on how the participants see it, and not how a Dane would perceive it. In order to justify us focusing on this, we 
draw on researchers of language acquisition whom are mostly interested in “the way individuals make sense of their own 
experiences” (Norton 2000:21). In our understanding and approach to the interview we agree with the researchers that we 
“reject the view that any research can claim to be objective or unbiased.”(Norton 2000:21) This also justifies us taking the 
interviewees understanding of their own experiences as a central element in our analyses, since we do not want to taint our 
analyses with our personal motivation. Nevertheless, it is important to mention that in our attempt of trying to stay as neutral 
as possible, we do recognize some unavoidable implications of our personal viewpoints. An example of this is present in one 
of our follow-up questions in the interview: ‘Do you ever feel torn between your native country and your current?’ since 
most of the group members have experienced this process when they immigrated to a country.  
Since Bonny Norton wanted to study the progress of language acquisition and identity formation of her subjects, the 
methods that she applied were inclusive of personal, daily accounts that were stretched for a certain amount of time. Since 
we are focusing on how our participants feel about already-lived experiences, it was sufficient for us to take their personal 
account on the matter. 
 
IV. Analyses of interviews 
The following chapter will include analyses of the two interviews which were conducted with an immigrant and an 
expatriate. The interviews deal with the participants’ experiences with coming to Denmark, their language learning 
37 
 
experiences, the process of integration and their possible identity transformation. The interviews will be analyzed by using 
the research of Bonny Norton, outlined in her book Identity and Language Learning. In the first part of the chapter, each 
interview will be analyzed individually, and the second part will include a comparative analysis of the two. 
Lea 
Our first interviewee’s name is Lea, an immigrant from Latvia who came to Denmark at the age of 14, and has lived in 
Denmark for nearly 9 years. Lea immigrated to Denmark to live with her mother, who had found a job in the country. When 
Lea came to Denmark, her mother had already been living in the country for two-three years. Lea is currently finishing her 
Business and Administration and International Management Bachelor’s degree at Aarhus University. It is important to note 
that Lea is a proficient language learner – she can speak six languages, three of them fluently, and moved from Aarhus to 
Copenhagen to pursue learning her seventh language: Japanese.    
Lea moved to a small countryside town in Western Jutland, to live with her mother, without any prior knowledge of Danish. 
As she mentions, the target language community in the town had very tightly knit members and were “reluctant” to speak 
English, so from the beginning of Lea’s new life in Denmark she was immersed into the Danish language. When she started 
school, she was first put into a special class at an ordinary Danish elementary school, which offered Danish as a second 
language to young foreigners. After spending a semester in the special class, the teachers concluded that Lea’s language 
skills were proficient enough to switch to a regular Danish class. In other words, her proficiency in the target language gave 
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her access to the natural language learning environment, which, in reference to Spolsky’s claim, comprises of fluent native 
speakers. 
Lea’s investment 
As mentioned before, Lea moved to a small, very remote town. This immediately made her realize that without acquiring 
any Danish skills, she would not be able to start the integration process. Lea states that her main motivation was the absolute 
necessity of knowing the language, especially due to her place of residence: 
A4: So when you started the language learning, especially when you moved to a Danish class, what were the 
things that motivated you and things that did not motivate you? […] 
L: Well, I guess it was the necessity of learning because I was living in an area of Denmark where nobody 
speaks in English. Literally nobody. Only the teachers, and of course you wouldn’t talk with you teachers as a 
14-year-old. So it is a necessity which made me learn Danish to a level I know now. […] 
The fact that Lea perceives the ability to communicate in the target language as a necessity shows the amount of investment 
she puts into her language learning. Her investment is explained by this absolute need to understand and be understood. 
Thus we see two ‘dimensions’ of language here—as a tool for communication and as a tool for social practice.   
                                                            
4 In our interviews, we abbreviated the names. A for Anna, J for Jedediah, V for Vasilis, L for Lea, K for Krishna. 
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She was also aware from the beginning that she was going to stay in Denmark for a long period of time, which furthermore 
illustrates a prominent factor in her motivation. The ‘pressure’ to learn is self-imposed, since Lea placed herself in a position 
of a newcomer who needed to adapt to a new environment. This self-imposed pressure to acquire the language, we argue, is 
due to the notion of permanence that was attached to the new environment, which, upon her arrival, was possibly more 
prominent. More concretely put, the fact that she knew that she was going to stay in Denmark for a very long time made her 
project her future in Denmark, which affected how she constructed her identity then. In other words, we argue that, during 
the time of her arrival, her imagined community: Denmark, whose most prominent feature is that of permanence in the new 
society, as well as her imagined identity or her possible self which, we argue, was most likely to have been that of a well 
adapted, permanent resident of the imagined community, could explain her motivation and investment to the target language 
as well as to her identity construction. 
Lea’s learning environments 
It is important to mention that Lea has, throughout her process of language learning, been exposed to both natural and 
formal language-learning.  
Lea was first introduced to the context of natural language learning when migrating to Western Jutland, being surrounded by 
native speakers either not able, or less willing, to speak English. In contrast, when she first attended a Danish school, she 
was automatically placed in a special class surrounded by other foreigners, where the learning of the target language was set 
on the formal learning. In relation to this, we must also mention that we do not emphasize which of the approaches of 
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learning is more efficient, but that the more the learner is exposed to opportunities to practice the target language, the more 
competent one will become. Norton stresses the vitality of the term opportunity, since she argues that one’s capability of 
learning the language enhances with an access to more opportunities to practice the language. 
When Lea started at a regular Danish class, she never felt any discrimination against her and states that she felt very 
welcomed. It is important to note that she was not put into a disadvantaged position, which, we argue, enabled her to benefit 
from being surrounded by native speakers of the target language community. 
However, she does mention that the hardest part of her experience was not being immersed into a new language she has yet 
not mastered, but being surrounded by people who already have stapled a solid social circle: 
A: When you moved to a regular Danish class, was it hard for you to communicate with the other people and did 
it get gradually better? 
L: Well, I would say it was hard to communicate with people. I would say not on this language level. It was a 
really hard experience because I moved to Denmark and I started with 9th class. And 9th class is already…they 
have known each other for so many years. So it was really difficult to blend in. 
Lea’s integration  
Because of this experience, we can determine that Lea always felt included in the new society she became part of, but 
despite this, she could never fully integrate into the social environment. As far as her identity construction is concerned, no 
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deliberate marginalization coming from her Danish class impeded her social acceptance. She did find it hard to integrate, but 
this difficulty came from within her. Thus, the biggest factor of why Lea did not feel like she could integrate was not 
because of the limitations of the language, but essentially because people had a different mentality than her. It can thus be 
inferred that her non-integration was due to her cultural capital (i.e. her mentality) not being recognized by the target 
language community. Because of this, Lea always felt ‘outside of the box’ in the Danish society, especially in the small town 
she was living in: 
A: So you never actually felt discriminated? Or not welcome? 
L: No, not really. It is okay…you feel like outside of the box in one way, but in another way it is something 
that..I think it is just about living in a small town that makes it difficult to speak to people. And not the language. 
Because of the language I didn’t feel that I was outside, but I really felt that I was outside because people had 
very different character traits.  
J: Like a tightly knit community? 
L: Yes yes. And a small town, and they communicate in a different way. I come from a bigger town, so I am 
used that people are different. And they are maybe…more ambitious.  
Even though Lea feels like she has not achieved a level of integration into the Danish society where she has attained the 
‘Danish mentality’, language-wise she believes she has. When asked whether she believed she was fluent in the Danish 
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language, she gave a positive answer. Her language proficiency gave her a close enough proximity to the target language 
community that enabled her to understand the ‘culture’ of the language—which she considers to be a definition of fluency: 
A: So for you...you would define being fluent as “I understand everything”?  
L: The context. I guess the context is more important because every language has some certain things, or some 
certain combinations of words and phrases, that means something else and this is what I am thinking about. It’s 
really important to then understand the meaning behind it. And Danish is a language of low context, it is really 
easy, but you still have to think about that they have some certain phrases that you have to understand.  
Lea’s interaction with the target language community 
It is significant to mention, that an important factor in Lea’s language learning process was the fact that both parties made an 
effort to achieve understanding. Bonny Norton refers to Bremer et al., stating that “interaction between target language 
speakers and language learners is most productive when both parties work actively to achieve understanding”. (Norton 
2000:70) In Lea’s case such an interaction is present, as she tells that the native speakers often would try to use simpler 
words when she did not understand the meaning of a sentence. This way, the native speaker tries to attempt an 
understanding in the conversation, without being frustrated with the learner’s inability to communicate on the same level. 
Although Lea comments that the effort of the native speakers to simplify the language did not always benefit her 
understanding, nevertheless it shows that in her situation the native speaker is still actively trying to accomplish 
understanding: 
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J: How were you received though? When you came to Denmark and people knew you didn’t speak Danish. Were 
people very helpful or were people acting like, “I don’t want to talk to you”? 
L: Oh, they were very helpful. And they were trying their best. Even if I didn’t understand what they were 
saying, they would try to explain to me in more simple Danish words. Of course it doesn’t help, but it just really 
nice anyway. And the teachers were also keen to speak in English with me and stuff.  
To conclude this point, Lea has achieved fluency in the Danish language not only due to her personality traits, her 
motivation to continue learning the language and her investment, but also due to the circumstances. She was fortunate to be 
situated in a positive language-learning environment, where the native speakers contributed to her language development. 
Lea’s perception of her identity  
Even though Lea came to Denmark at a relatively young age, the traits of her ‘native’ identity are still present in her. She 
states several times that she does not think the same way as Danes do, for her it is still a constant process of adjusting to 
their mentality. In public, she adheres to the ‘normal’ and ‘important’ behavior that has been established in the society. She 
does not feel that this certain behavior is dramatically different from her ‘native’ perception of culture, but does 
acknowledge that at ‘home’ she would behave differently. The interesting part is that Lea recognizes the fact that she will 
always remain Latvian; however she does not see Latvia as a place she would feel at home, but neither is Denmark. Lea’s 
identity, we argue, is therefore split – she sees herself as someone who does not fit in Denmark, because she is a Latvian 
immigrant with a different mindset, yet she does not feel that she will fit in Latvia any longer either, because her identity 
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adapted to the Danish way of living. As Lea points out, she is in a constant state of adjustment. In a way, Lea always needs 
reconfirmation that she ‘belongs’ to the society; otherwise she would not try to adjust.  
In the interview, Lea never showed any personal attachments to the Danish language as such, she saw it primarily as a tool 
for inclusion into the society. As mentioned before, she wants to feel like she is accepted among the natives. Even though 
she acknowledges that fact that in a certain way she excluded herself from the full integration by starting an international 
line of education, where she is surrounded by foreigners, she still considers the ability to speak Danish fluently as means to 
her independence. 
Lea’s perception of her integration  
When we asked Lea at what point she felt she integrated into the Danish society, she responded that the crucial part of her 
integration occurred when she achieved independence from her parents and could feel like she could provide for herself.  
She states that after getting her own place, studying at a business high school and finding a job was when she felt that 
“everything is as it is supposed to be”. At this point Lea believes she achieved the full possible degree of integration into the 
Danish society. Nevertheless, eventually she made her own conscious decision of pursuing her other interests and thus 
joining an international environment. As Lea herself states, the result of this was her ‘giving up’ on ‘full’ integration, which 
she actually feels like she achieved to the extent that was satisfactory for her. 
Besides Danish and English, Lea is also fluent in Russian. Each of the languages have a special meaning to Lea – Russian 
represents her native tongue, English is the language she uses most often to communicate with her friends, and Danish is the 
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link to the society Lea lives in. However, Lea does not feel like her identity changes when she switches from one language 
to another. She mentions that each of the languages has their own expressions and their own meanings of certain words, so 
Lea has a different way of delivering the same message in different languages. This has an influence on the way people see 
and perceive her – so in fact, according to Lea, it is not her who changes her identity but other people who alter their 
perception of her. 
Concluding remarks 
After Lea had experienced being surrounded by native speakers of Danish she eventually decided to attend an international 
university to get her degree. The fact that she chose once again to return to an environment surrounded by other international 
students might reflect her statements of feeling included but yet feeling different. The social environment that she was a part 
of in the Danish school was obviously positive, open and inviting. However, despite the exemplary effort of the people, it 
did not fully appeal to her position as a foreign. She always felt different and eventually decided to attend an international 
university, wherein she is socially interacting with people who she feels to have more in common with her. 
As far as her language acquisition is concerned, we observed that the notion of power relations was not explicitly present in 
any of the contexts that she was in. In relation to Spolsky’s claims, the natural learning environment that she was a part of 
was indeed used for natural communication, was comprised with fluent speakers of the native language and was open and 
stimulating. Although there is no concrete data for us to claim that the language used was free and normal, she did confirm 
that the native speakers had an equal investment in communication. All—if not—the majority, of Spolsky’s claims to the 
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concept of natural language learning was present, which we argue to have had a huge influence in the success of her 
language acquisition. However, we still would like to insist on the fact that she was a proficient speaker to begin with, which 
could have also had a huge influence on the smooth flow of her learning process. 
However, it is interesting to point out that despite Lea’s claim to having achieved full integration, she explicitly mentioned 
that the difference between her mentality and that of the Danes hindered the full adherence of her identity to the Danish 
society. Therefore, as far as her identity construction is concerned, she has developed one that is ‘split’—one that is neither 
Latvian nor Danish.  
A possible explanation for this, as was previously mentioned, is that her cultural capital (i.e. her mentality) was not 
recognized by the Danish society to her liking. In light of this, we argue that her mentality plays the most significant role in 
her perception of her identity. The fact that she recognizes that she is neither fully Latvian nor Danish in addition to not 
having the same mentality as either of the two might explain her decision to go to an international community where people 
could recognize her experiences in a way that she wants them to be recognized. We do insist that we do not see this is a 
problem but merely an interesting factor to point out. To sum up, we argue that Lea’s evolution as an individual in a new 
society went on different but still parallel paths. Her language acquisition, being influenced by her natural proficiency and 
the stimulating learning environment that she was a part of, went on a rather simple, straightforward path. However, her 
identity construction took on a more complex path as she encountered different factors that affected her self-perception and 
her social desires. 
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 Krishna 
Our second interviewee’s name is Krishna, who is an expatriate from India. After getting his Bachelor’s degree in India, he 
came to Denmark in 2004 at the age of 22 in order to explore the world and study his Master’s abroad. He has lived in 
Denmark since then, and currently works as a finance consultant in his own company. Krishna is able to speak three 
languages, which are Indian (his native language), English and Danish.  
Krishna applied to different universities in Australia, Germany and Denmark, and ended up going to Aalborg University in 
Jutland, since this university was the first to give him a response. He did not know anything about Denmark beforehand, 
besides that the country produced a lot of milk. He mentions that he barely spoke English at the time he arrived to Denmark 
because it was not a necessity to be able to speak English in India. Nevertheless, he quickly acquired the language since 
people at his school and dormitory spoke English.  
When Krishna came to Denmark, he always kept in mind that he had the choice of leaving the country again and going 
somewhere else. When he first moved, he did not have any personal relations to Denmark, as it was with Lea who had her 
mother living here. Krishna did not come to the country as an immigrant, but more as a ‘guest’, since his plan was always to 
keep the opportunity of leaving open - his ties to the host country did not have any notion of permanence from the very 
beginning. 
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During Krishna’s Master’s degree, he was always surrounded by international students. He states that in the first two years 
of his residence in Denmark, he barely had contact with Danish native speakers. The contact with natives was so rare, that 
whenever he would get the chance of getting in contact with a Dane he would almost be fascinated by the experience: 
[…] My friends are mostly international and I hardly had any Danish friends or anything in my two years—my 
initial two years. I hardly met anyone also. Somebody speaking in Danish was like ‘Oh! That’s so cool’ you 
know because we were in a circle of university and kollegium and stuff. 
Krishna’s investment and learning environment 
Krishna mentions that sometimes he wanted to have contact with the locals living in his university town, but was unable to 
because of insufficient knowledge of the Danish language. In other words, he did not have sufficient language proficiency to 
gain access to a natural language learning environment that consists of the members of the target language community. 
However, during his university years Krishna never felt limited by not being able to communicate in the target language, 
since he could function perfectly well in his university society with only knowing English.  
Because Krishna never felt the necessity of acquiring the target language, there was never any motivation present in him for 
pursuing learning the language. From the beginning of his residence in Denmark he was immersed into an international 
environment, where the only language spoken was English and almost no Danes present to introduce Krishna to the Danish 
society. Krishna notes that there was never any pressure from the outside world for him to learn the language: 
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Not so much Danish at all. No Danish friends. Not even in class, there was no motivation or anything like that so 
it was just… I was just like living my life. I can still do my stuff without anything [any Danish]. There was no… 
nobody, even, outside to me who [said] ‘Maybe you should learn’. There was no society saying to me also. 
Because society itself was speaking English, right? So there is nothing. 
After graduating from university, Krishna moved to Copenhagen and started working as a financial consultant in an 
international company. This was the first time when he was permanently surrounded by many native Danish speakers. Still, 
there was no necessity to be able to communicate in Danish since his company dealt primarily with American companies, 
therefore the main language used in his workplace was English. Nevertheless, Krishna’s Danish colleagues became his 
primary link to the Danish society.  
Krishna comments that he was always in a process of subconsciously acquiring the Danish language, even when he was in 
an international community at his university. He would be able to pick up several words just from being in a Danish 
speaking country: “[…] you can’t avoid it, you still get it into your ears when somebody’s speaking somewhere”. The 
language acquisition increased dramatically after he started working at his company, since he was in a much tighter contact 
with Danes – thus a very close proximity to the target language speakers, his situation corresponding to Spolsky’s concept of 
a natural learning environment being filled with native speakers. In fact, he now had a constant acquisition of language by 
listening to the colleagues’ casual conversations in Danish: 
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[…] The society, you know: my colleagues, they’re all Danish. That’s where I begin to listen, eat… try to, you 
know… then you listen, listen, listen… even though you don’t want to listen you will listen anyway. So I heard so 
much Danish in like four years—everyday at the work. And I think that’s where I learned. Subconsciously I got in so 
many words, saying things… what would you say for what circumstances, you know. 
Krishna’s colleagues would often converse in Danish in his presence even though he had little understanding of the context, 
however he himself did not see it as discrimination, but rather as a challenge: 
At the work place. You sit down at the lunch table once in a day—everyone is eating together. They know that I am 
kind of like picking up the language so they didn’t bother to, you know, switch. Even I think it’s unfair that seven 
people have to change the language just because of me. I don’t feel that. 
[…] 
They [colleagues] challenged me, I would say. They challenged me, they tried to not to switch to English because 
then I would never be maybe able to learn. 
It is important to note that what is considered to be a sign of discrimination in Norton’s studies (i.e. the lack of effort by the 
target language speakers to engage in a ‘meaningful conversation’ with the learners (Norton 2000: 73) is not seen by 
Krishna as such. 
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Krishna’s motivation to learn Danish appeared after he realized that lacking the ability to understand the language resulted 
in the “cultural barrier” that he experienced: 
[…]Then there is this stand up show. We don’t have that in India, I don’t know stand up at all—stand-up 
comedy. So this guy is saying something and it was very, you know, I felt… even though I had no clue, but I 
could feel that he was so funny. […] And I get that one word maybe here and then people are laughing at the TV 
and that was, to be honest, that was the place where I’m like ‘Damn it! I better learn this.’ It’s like you are living 
but you don’t get it, it’s not funny that you don’t get it. […] They’re having fun and I’m not having fun. It’s 
more a kind of… cultural barrier. ‘I need to know this because that must be funny’. And slowly that was the 
beginning point and but still I did not want to go to [a language school]    
As he mentions, his realization of the vitality of the target language for the feeling of belonging to the Danish culture was 
the turning point in his motivation. 
By being immersed into the natural language environment and experiencing the positive outcome followed, he got inspired 
to try attending the formal language-learning in order to achieve an even better or faster understanding. His immediate 
attitude towards the formal learning environment was dominated by dissatisfaction, which eventually resulted in a rapid 
decrease of motivation: 
Maybe I should have put effort but that was not the motivation because I don’t want to be good in the class, but I 
would rather understand what’s happening in TV. 
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The decrease in motivation once facing the controlled and simplified formal language learning reflects the mindset that he 
had, and still has, when he moved to Denmark; that it is not so much of a necessity, but rather a personal interest to gain 
access to the culture, which he prefers achieving through the natural learning environment. This results in him only making 
an effort if it lies within his personal interest, rather than making an effort due to a requirement of society. Even if he saw 
this as a sign of non-integration into the Danish culture, we argue that he saw this as a beneficial supplement to his identity 
as an Indian, as opposed to a vital factor that determines his identity—as his identity has already been established from the 
beginning.   
Krishna’s integration 
Krishna does not consider himself to be a fluent speaker of the Danish language. He believes that he is proficient enough to 
keep a conversation going and is “managing”. He knows that he does not always use grammatically correct sentences, but 
believes that as long as the message he is trying to convey is understandable he finds that his language level is sufficient 
enough. An important note to make is that Krishna mentions getting Danish friends after having attained a level of Danish 
where he could communicate more or less freely. This shows that knowledge of the target language has allowed Krishna 
further access into the Danish society – which further insists on the importance of proficiency to access the target language 
community. 
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As Krishna mentions, he never felt unwelcomed in the Danish society. He states that he never felt silenced by the society: “I 
always had a place where I can talk. I always have I place where I have a voice. I was always listened to. I always had a 
place”.  
The fact that he claims to have avoided discrimination might further play a large role in his successful learning process and 
language acquisition, which he explains as being nothing but positive when navigating in the natural learning environment.  
Krishna describes his relationship toward the Danish society as feeling included, but not integrated. He states that he never 
felt he went through a process of integration, but was mainly going through a process of learning. He has developed a basic 
understanding of the language which is proficient enough to grant him access to the feeling of understanding the culture: 
I can read. If you can read, you can understand. Reading is not a problem for me. Newspapers, I can understand 
[…] “I’m getting better better better. It’s a studious process. […] I think I might be getting about sixty percent 
[of the jokes of stand-up comedian], which is quite a lot for me. 
Krishna’s perception of his identity 
The fact that Krishna has always been a part of international communities upon his arrival enabled him to retain his Indian 
identity the whole time. By primarily navigating in an environment amongst other individuals, whom he has in common 
with to have an origin from elsewhere, he found himself able to maintain part of the identity he developed from home. 
Nevertheless, the position of being ‘different’ and having a different mindset than the native speakers in a foreign country 
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did not leave Krishna untouched internally. He explains that he feels ‘torn’ and unable to identify himself as Indian, but 
neither as a Dane. Although, it is important to note that despite recognizing this he did not see this as negative: 
My identity is kind of mixed right now. I cannot associate myself to Denmark or to India. I am just myself. I am 
me. If someone asks me ‘Are you Indian or Danish?’ I [say that] am me first which is kind of rude but it is 
exactly who I am 
Concluding remarks 
Krishna voluntarily decided to move in order to get his degree, and he did so with no personal attachments to Denmark. All 
in all, his experiences with language acquisition were positive, but his attempt to attend formal language learning was a 
noticeable exception. He lacked motivation in that environment, and this was primarily due to the fact that he knew from the 
beginning of the process that he kept open the possibility of leaving. Therefore, there was no explicit pressure coming from 
the outside pushing him to integrate thoroughly. 
His process of language learning was dominated by his personal desires rather than requirements from society. He was 
primarily surrounded by other international people, yet he still feels like he acquired a Danish identity, thus resulting in his 
identity being ‘torn’. 
As far as language acquisition is concerned, Krishna was exposed to two environments from which he could have benefited 
from. His first exposure was during his two years at university. Even though this environment could not technically be 
considered to be a natural language learning environment due to the absence of native speakers, he still benefited from it 
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since he was physically situated in the target language community. His ‘real’ exposure to the natural language learning 
environment was during his working experience, where he was in close contact with fluent native speakers of the target 
language, where there is authentic communication, and the language is free and normal. This, in relation to Spolsky’s claims, 
is a stimulating environment from which a learner can highly benefit from. It is important to note that in neither of the 
environments did Krishna experience any notion of power relations in a negative way, which we argue to have contributed 
to his language learning. The lack of pressure from society to learn the language enabled him to learn on his own terms. We 
would like to point out though, that he benefited from his own way of seeing things. By that we mean that for him, every 
hindrance was dealt with as a challenge. Indeed, the only notion of unequal power relations that we think he must have dealt 
with (i.e. his Danish colleagues not switching to English), he considers as a challenge. It was his personal desire to 
understand a certain aspect of the Danish culture (i.e. the jokes of the stand-up comedian) that explains his motivation to 
acquire the Danish language. What is interesting to take note of is the environment that Krishna was a part of. The 
international environments that he was a part of, we argue, are embodiments of the more recent and “modernized” L2 
theories’ concept of a world that is “increasingly characterized by linguistic and sociocultural diversity and fluidity” 
(Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009:4). Indeed, the consideration of a more ‘globalized world’, as was mentioned before, paved the way 
to new insights on L2 motivation. We argue that Krishna is yet another concrete example of one of these recent concepts—
that of integrative orientation. This new notion of motivation reflects “a sincere and personal interest in the people and 
culture” which he embodies in the context of language learning (Dörnyei, Ushioda 2009:2). 
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As far as his identity construction is concerned, we argue that the international environments that he was a part of did not 
entail integration into the Danish society, which means that he was void of any pressure to change who he was in order to 
belong. This is also affected by the fact that he had always kept the possibility of going back to his country open. Although 
this did not leave his identity untouched (he did specify that his identity was split), he did not experience identity 
construction as a struggle, but as a natural flowing occurrence. We argue that this could yet again be explained by the more 
recent theories that take globalization into consideration. A world that is more diverse socio-culturally entails less 
attachment of an individual’s identification to specific groups, and more attachment to the global world—creating this 
global identity. To illustrate this point, it is important to remember that although his Indian background still plays an 
important role in his identification, he explicitly mentioned that before being Indian or Danish, he is “him” first. His 
recognition of his identity being ‘split’, in addition to the preference of identifying himself as entity of his own (e.g. “I am 
me first”), both display the much lesser degree of attachment of identification to a specific culture that the global world 
entails. 
Comparative Analysis  
In this part of our report we are going to provide a comparative analysis of Lea and Krishna’s experiences with language 
learning and identity construction in Denmark.  
The most evident similarity between Lea and Krishna is that they are both foreigners who came to Denmark, and both have 
lived in the country for approximately nine years. However, Lea came to the country as an immigrant, since she had 
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personal ties to Denmark beforehand and planned to stay here for an extensive period of time. In comparison, Krishna 
moved as an expatriate, with no relations to the country and always kept the opportunity of leaving open. This difference 
explains the varying motivation and investment of the two in acquiring the Danish language, as well as in their identity 
construction. Furthermore, Lea migrated to a very tightly knit community in a small remote town, with limited access to 
foreigners. In contrast, Krishna came to Aalborg –a relatively large and diverse town with access to an international 
environment. Therefore, Lea’s introduction to the Danish society started immediately upon her arrival to Denmark. In 
comparison to Lea, Krishna almost had no contact with Danes for the first two years of his residence in the country, since he 
was only in contact with his fellow international students.  
Because Krishna could function perfectly well in his environment without knowing the target language, he never felt the 
necessity of learning the Danish language. As mentioned before, Lea, on the other hand, was placed in an environment 
where the only language available for communication was Danish. Without acquiring proficiency in the target language she 
would not have been able to feel included in the social environment, thus in her case she saw learning the language as 
necessity.  
The difference in the degree of necessity for being able to speak the Danish language also reflects in Lea and Krishna’s 
motivation for the target language acquisition. Lea’s main motivation is being able to communicate with the people in her 
community. However, Krishna never had a language barrier with his community, as he was part of an international 
environment, so his motivation for acquiring the language was to break the cultural barrier. We argue that Lea was always 
more dependent on acquiring proficiency in the target language than Krishna, since her living conditions—in a sense of 
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feeling secure and emotionally satisfied with her environment—were closely intertwined with being able to communicate 
with the society. At the time of Lea’s most active language acquisition she was primarily surrounded by people who could 
or would only communicate in Danish. In comparison, Krishna was never in a society where he would not be able to 
communicate without knowing the target language, so he did not have as strong of a link between language proficiency and 
living conditions. In other words, the circumstances in which they were exposed to the target language community were 
different which had a huge impact on their motivation. Therefore, it could be argued that Lea’s motivation was more 
consistent and strong, since she knew that she had much more to lose by not learning the language. Krishna, on the other 
hand, was only motivated by his personal interests in the culture, and was never pressured by the outside world to achieve 
language proficiency. Therefore, his motivation is not as consistent as Lea’s. This is highlighted in Krishna’s approach to 
learning Danish at a language school, where, as he himself states, he often did not invest all of his energy into the learning 
process. Krishna would often attend the classes without having prepared the homework, and eventually decided to stop 
going to the school completely. Even though Krishna believes he would not have benefited from the structure of the formal 
learning environment, we can still see that he did not invest completely into formal language learning.  
It is important to note that Lea and Krishna have experienced both natural and formal language learning, and both have 
learnt better in the natural learning environment. Lea believes she has achieved fluency in the language, where Krishna does 
not consider himself a fluent speaker of Danish, but believes he has acquired enough of proficiency to communicate rather 
freely. We can argue that after learning the target language both of our interviewees gained more access into the Danish 
society. Krishna comments that he can now understand most of the stand-up shows, which significantly broke the cultural 
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barrier for him. Moreover, he notes that after learning the language he acquainted many Danish friends – a factor that 
demonstrates a deeper inclusion of Krishna into the Danish society. In Lea’s case, becoming proficient at the target language 
has provided her contact with the target population and also made her feel integrated into the society – she found Danish 
friends, attended a Danish high school and was able to find a job.  
Krishna and Lea were never subjected to any discrimination in Denmark, and always felt included. However, even though 
both never experienced any negative approach from the target population, both of the interviewees feel more comfortable 
being in an international environment. Lea states that she feels she has achieved full integration into the society when she 
was studying in Danish, but chose herself to sacrifice that in order to join an international community. She comments that 
she does not feel as integrated into the Danish society anymore, though she does not regret her decision. Unlike Lea, 
Krishna was immersed into an international environment from the beginning of his residence in Denmark, and never felt the 
need to integrate into the society. Therefore, the international community felt like a natural environment for him.  
Even though Lea and Krishna felt included into the Danish society, they still always had the feeling of being ‘different’ from 
the target population. Both interviewees believed that they had a different mentality than the Danes, something that would 
never change no matter how long they resided in Denmark. We argue that they see their identities as strongly related to their 
nationality – they associate themselves first and foremost with the nationality they are from. Nevertheless, both 
acknowledge the fact that their identity is split between their ‘national’ identity and the ‘new’ identity they have acquired in 
Denmark. For that reason, Krishna and Lea do not believe that they would be able to fit in anymore into the countries of 
their origin. It is important to add that none of them see it as a negative fact, but rather as a natural occurrence. 
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V. Conclusion  
After having investigated the subject matter and having applied our findings to our qualitative data, we will now conclude 
our project by providing answers to the research questions that guided our pursuit in investigating the problem question. 
In order to do this, we will first address our queries using our theoretical knowledge, and then further explore and reflect 
using the findings from our qualitative data. 
Our problem question is as follows: What possible changes does an individual’s identity go through in the process of 
being immersed into a new society and what role does language learning play in this process? 
In our pursuit in searching for the factors that affect an individual’s identity and language learning development, one of the 
most notable concepts that we discovered is the inextricable relationship of the two. This implies a complexity of the factors 
that affect not only the study itself, but the individual as well. We will present our theoretical knowledge paralleled to Bonny 
Norton’s argument that an individual in the language learning context needs to be understood in relation to his or her past, 
his or her present and his or her future. In doing so, we will demonstrate how a learner—in the context of language 
acquisition and identity construction—is partly motivated by his or her future, that affects his or her investment in the factors 
of the present—that he or she addresses using accumulated capital from his or her past. 
Future: Motivation is affected by many different factors that, not only vary from one learner to the other, but is also, in 
itself, dynamic and thus complex. As a key to understanding the complexity of motivation, Bonny Norton argues that it 
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should be understood in reference to a learner’s cultural capital—which he or she primarily aims to increase. This desire to 
increase cultural capital is embodied in the concept of imagined communities and imagined identities that have a bearing on 
the learner’s present. 
Present: When the learner is confronted by the present in this new environment, his or her efforts to achieve his or her 
aspirations for the future are put into motion through investment. In order to construct an identity and acquire the target 
language, the learner must maximize the resources that are made available to him or her. But, as evidenced in the studies of 
Bonny Norton, the availability of the resources depends on the learner’s access to the target language community, which is 
not always present. In other words, even if the learner wishes to invest in learning the target language through practice, he or 
she might be confronted by socially constructed power relations that could hinder access. Furthermore, being placed in a 
disadvantaged position in society due to unequal power relations may affect the individual’s self-perception in a negative 
way. Despite this, the learner is capable of reframing these unequal relations and take a more powerful position. It is 
important to note, though, that the learner’s choice of changing the circumstances is related to his or her desire to increase 
cultural capital and that the implications that the environment has on the learner is not determined and may differ from one 
learner to the other. 
How well the learner addresses the experiences in the context of the new society is also aided by his or her experiences from 
the past.  
Past: It should be recognized that an individual comes to a new environment with an identity that is already influenced by a 
previous society. This implies that the individual already possesses a cultural capital beforehand. When he or she is placed 
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in a new society as a learner who needs to adapt to the novelty that he or she is exposed to, the cultural capital that he or she 
already possesses might not be recognized or useful to the new society. 
Thus, from this, we conclude that the changes in the identity that the individual goes through varies from person to person 
and is complexly affected by external factors found in the environment and how the individual interprets them and lets them 
influence his or her self-perception. The influence that language learning has in this process comes into play when 
proficiency in the language enables the individual to access resources and to access a more recognized position in society, 
which also affects his or her self-perception. 
This is true for both of our interview participants, since it is through proficiency in the target language that they gained 
access to the Danish society and the resources that it offers, by which they can be influenced in each of their self-perception. 
One of the factors that are said to affect the individual in the context of identity and language learning that truly affected our 
interviewees is the feeling of inclusion. This entails that both of our interviewees had full access to the target language 
community, which interestingly affected their self perception in such a way that they view themselves as having identities 
that are ‘split’. Indeed, none of them have a sentiment of full adherence to their native identity, nor to their newly adapted 
‘Danish’ identity.  
Perspectives 
What is interesting to note that even though Bonny Norton addresses subjectivity as being non-unitary and decentered – she 
still focuses more heavily on its dynamic and socially-influenced characteristics. Indeed, it can be argued that this is due to 
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the fact that most of Norton’s subjects focus on their self-perception as being either an immigrant marginalized from society, 
or as an immigrant trying to blend into his or her receiving society. This is possibly due to the fact that most of them were 
put in disadvantaged positions, which, in turn affected their self-perception. In a more globalized world that enables more 
mobility, where many societies are seemingly becoming more and more open and accepting, this can be argued to be a 
shortcoming in Norton’s study – when taking our findings into consideration. Although neither of our interviewees see this 
‘split’ identity as particularly problematic, it is still quite a prominent occurrence that significantly marked their self-
perception. As mentioned before, both were well received in the environments that they joined –unlike Norton’s subjects 
that were marginalized. This could be an interesting perspective to her study, as countries are becoming more and more 
accepting and less discriminatory to non-fluent speakers, which, in turn, weakens the influence of language learning on 
identity construction, as was demonstrated in our findings. Since Norton insists on the complexity of the understanding of 
the learner, we can argue that now, more and more factors add to and affect this complexity which could be interesting 
elements to take into consideration in her study of identity and language learning. 
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